L. A. Life 



Daily News 



MONDAY, NOVEMBER 22. 1993 
















Why Can’t We Forget 



30 years later, the memory of JFK 
and Camelot continues to haunt us 



of the later 1 960s and a closer look 
at his personal life. 

“Time and again, people have 
posed the question: Had JFK 
lived, wouldn’t this have been a 
better country?” said Frank Smist, 
assistant professor of political sci- 
ence and director of global studies 
at Rockhurst College in Kansas 
City, Mo. k ‘The evidence is ambig- 
uous. 

“There are potential evolutions 
that, had they exploded during a 
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By Brett Pauly 

Daily News Staff Writer 

T hirty years after his 
death, Americans still 
can’t bury JFK. 

Martyred by an assas- 
sin’s bullet, his youthful 
image, vigor and promise are 
seemingly frozen in lime. 

Most believe it will allow him to 
live forever as a legacy. 

Others say President John Fitz- 
gerald Kennedy’s premature death 
may have spared him the political 
rigors of Vietnam, the social strife 
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Kennedy presidency, could have 
caused some real problems.” 

Historians and political scien- 
tists point to Kennedy’s health as 
a circumstance that could have 
drastically altered the president’s 
vital appearance. 

Back problems and Addison’s 
disease — failure of the adrenal 
glands marked by extreme weak- 
ness — may have taken their toll 
had he finished his term or been 
re-elected. 

“The images of vigor and touch 
football would have been changed 
if the president was confined to a 
wheelchair,” Smist said. 

Kennedy’s relationships with 
women other than his wife, had 
they been reported, could have 
spoiled his strong family image, 
the experts contend. 

There are those who doubt 
whether Kennedy would have 
fared any better than his successor 
in the Vietnam War. 

And the political developments 
following Kennedy’s death may. 
have forever changed America’s 
rose-colored view of the presiden- 
cy — a change he was spared. 

“There was a great deal of cyni- 
cism about the presidency issuing 
from Johnson’s Vietnam policy 
and from Nixon’s Watergate fias- 
co. That ushered in a new era of 
‘gotcha’ journalism.” said James 
Hodges, professor of histoi 7 at the 
College of Wooster, Ohio, who 
specializes in presidential leader- 
ship. “True believers could always 
look back and romanticize the 
Kennedy years in relation to these 
two presidents.” 

Hodges said a 1 990 Gallup poll 
found that 84 percent of Ameri- 
cans approved of Kennedy's han- 
dling of the presidency, a higher 
approval rating than when he was 







alive. 

What remains is an immortality 
that is, even now, still growing in 
the Ginton era, said Richard Dek- 
mejian, a University of Southern 
California professor of political 
science specializing in world polit- 
ical leadership. 

“Maybe if Kennedy had been 
around longer he would have 
made greater mistakes, and this 
kind of legacy wouldn’t have exist- 
ed,” Dekmejian said. “What was 
left was the young, active presi- 
dent who brought pride to the 
young generation.” 

The Clinton administration is 
taking advantage of that image — 
and will need all it can muster, 
Dekmejian said. 

“Clinton is the first to con- 
sciously reach back to Kennedy,” 
he said. “Invitations to action and 
idealism, all of that exudes Ken- 
nedy. 

“But Clinton’s challenge is 
much greater than Kennedy’s be- 
cause of the country’s growing 
problems and the distrust of 
American politicians since Ken- 
nedy’s death. It’s a trauma we ha- 
ven’t recovered from since.” 

Many Americans agree that the 
country has been on a downhill 
skid since that fateful day in Dal- 
las, Nov. 22, 1963. And many still 
hark back to the good oF Kennedy 
days. 



“The state of the U.S. has de- 
teriorated so greatly since his 
death,” said Karen Hendrickson, 
47, an educational aide at Gra na- 
da Hills High School. *Tve no- 
ticed nothing but negative things 
— the economy, the crime, the 
racism, the morals, the separa- 
tism. Had he lived, things might 
be different. 

“He represented patriotism, 
family, youth involvement. I 
wasn’t a separate individual, a 
separate race, a separate religion. I 
felt that we were one. 

“There isn’t a time when his 
name is mentioned that I don’t re- 
flect on the feelings I had when he 
died — great sorrow and fear. I 
just can’t shake this thing. We’ve 
never recovered, certainly not the 
people of my age group.” 

Sen. Dianne Feinstein, D-Calif., 
agreed. 

“I think that for young people, 
of which I was one at the time, he 
spoke to the best of our instincts,” 
Feinstein said. “He brought peo- 
ple together. He didn’t drive them 
apart. His spirit, elan and charis- 
ma were uniquely American. For 
those of us who remember, it is 
undying.” 

Feinstein, who was 29 and a 
member of the California Wo- 
men’s Board of Terms and Parole 
in 1963, recalled the impact of 
hearing about Kennedy’s death. 
At the time, she was on her honey- 
moon with husband Bert Fein- 
stein in Hong Kong, being inter- 
viewed by a magazine reporter. 

“The person doing the inter- 
view said that the wire service had 
just sent a message that Kennedy 
had been killed, and that they had 
sent word back to knock it off, 
that that was a cruel joke,” she 
said. The newlyweds dismissed 
the news as a hoax. 
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“But after the interview, we 
drove to Repulse Bay and saw a 
flag at half-mast,” she said “Then 
I knew instinctively, what had 
come over the wire service was 
correct.” 

The couple cut their honey- 
moon short and caught the next 
flight home. 

“It was like my dream had been 
crushed, like a member of my 
family had died,” Feinstein said. 
“I didn’t want to be in a foreign 
country. I wanted to be home, to 
be with my family. I didn’t know 
what was happening. How could a 
president get shot? I didn’t know 
about assassination. It had never 
happened in my life.” 

Delia Lopez, 50, of Sylmar, still 
hasn’t recovered from the despair 
she felt after Kennedy’s death. 

“They compared him to Came- 
Iot, that beautiful era, and it sym- 
bolizes the end of an era that 
many people feel will never come 
again,” Lopez said. “It ended 
abruptly with a few bullets. 

“Back then, we looked up to our 
presidents as role models, as sym- 
bols of what good citizens of this 
country should be. We had them 
on pedestals; they’re on our level 
now, which is a more realistic 
view. It just goes to show how 
Kennedy was idealized. It almost 
seemed like a dream, and dreams 
that have an impact are memora- 
ble.” 

Lopez, a page at San Fernando 
Public Library who also is major- 
ing in English at Mission College, 



believes the generation that ma- 
tured under Kennedy’s impact is 
responsible for sustaining his lega- 
cy. 

“The people who are keeping it 
alive are the baby boomers,” she 
said. “We do the same thing with 
Elvis Presley and Marilyn 
Monroe; we keep their memories 
alive. My kids don’t feel that way. 
And once we’re gone, the legend 
will be gone.” 

She feels that little could alter 
the baby boomers’ shining image 
of Kennedy — not the sex scan- 
dals, not his health problems, not 
Vietnam, not the confusion over 
the details of his assassination. 

“We’re getting so many distort- 
ed views of his life and death that 
the American public is starting to 
get leery,” Lopez said. “But there 
is very little that will shock our 
generation. I think all of us felt a 
part of that Kennedy history, a 
part of that moment in time, and 
nothing could change how" we feel 
about him. That’s how close we 
felt to our president.” 

Others believe the legacy will 
continue as strong as ever even 
after the baby boomers are gone. 

Maybe forever, saidUSC profes- 
sor Dekmejian, because Kennedy 
is viewed as a hero. 

“A sense of martyrdom seems 
to give Kennedy a retrospective 
charisma,” Dekmejian said. “He’s 
looked upon as a young man, who, 
in a sense, was a sacrificial lamb to 
a bullet. He gave his life to his 
country. Plus, he was a hero be- 
fore, in the World War II PT boat 
incident, when he saved several 
people. He’s a genuine hero on 
both of those counts, and heroes 
aren’t soon forgotten.” 



